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Laumer: The Incredible Adventures of Ransom Clark

THE INCREDIBLE ADVENTURES
OF RANSOM CLARK
by Frank Laumer

The station wagon slowed, turned left across Route 36, pulled between the open iron gates of
the small cemetery in the hamlet of Wadsworth, Livingston County, New York. The car pulled
forward a hundred feet, snow creaking under the tires. The exhaust rising in the clear cold air
abruptly vanished. The car sat silent, alone among the crowded headstones.
A door opened, then another. Four men got out, a woman, two children. They were dressed in
sweaters, coats, boots, scarves. The temperature was 22°. The woman stood by the car holding
one child, the other huddled against her. Three of the men spread out walking among the stones,
brushing away the snow, reading the names. The fourth man opened the tailgate, lifted out
shovels and picks, leaned them against the car. He closed the gate, spoke quietly, his voice
carrying clear in the still air.
“He’s supposed to be here by the drive. His father was Benjamin Clark. His stone is leaning
over. Ransom is beside him.”
Silence. Then, “Here he is. Behind this big one.” The men gathered at the find, the woman
coming more slowly, leading and carrying the children through the snow. They read silently.
RANSOM CLARK
DIED
Nov. 18, 18409
Aged 28 years
& 3 m’s.
In 1835 Florida was a wilderness. Purchased from Spain in 1821, the United States had
established a handful of forts, cleared roads between them, allowed white settlers to immigrate
and blamed the Seminole Indians for making trouble. The Seminoles were not native to the
Territory. They had come here a hundred years ago themselves from the Carolinas, ex-Creek
Indians who were discontented with Creek ways. By and large the Seminoles were willing to
share the land, quite lacking in the notion of private ownership of the earth; however, for white
men, owning land gave a feeling of security that could be achieved in no other way. Conflict was
inevitable. In 1835, the friction was producing intolerable heat; on June 18th a party of militia
captured, disarmed and horsewhipped a group of Indians on the claim that they had killed some
cattle belonging to a settler. Other Indians arrived, opened fire; three whites were wounded, one
Indian killed.1 Two months later on August 11th, Private Kinsley H. Dalton, U. S. Army,
carrying the mail from Fort Brooke (Tampa) to Fort King (Ocala) was stopped by Seminoles,
killed, mutilated and thrown into a pond.2
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The headstones of Ransom Clark and his father Benjamin Clark, Livingston County, New
York.
Photograph courtesy of Frank Laumer.

Having created a collision course the white men now pursued it. Dormant forts were
reactivated, new forts planned, troops dispatched from New Orleans and Charleston. Meanwhile
a show of force with the troops on hand occurred. Two companies of United States regulars
dispatched from Fort Brooke headed for Fort King, the northern terminus of the Fort King Road.
The distance was one hundred miles, and the officer in command was Brevet Major Francis
Langhorne Dade, 4th Infantry.
On the 23rd of December they left Fort Brooke: eight officers, ninety-eight men, an interpreter,
a small cannon and a supply wagon. Traveling seven miles the first day, they encamped on the
south bank of the Little Hillsborough, sleeping by roaring fires with the shouting and threats of
Seminole Indians coming clearly out of the night.
Fifteen miles the second day, skirting cypress swamps, the double column of men marched
along slowed by the dumpy little cannon towed at the rear like an anchor. Finally at sundown
they reached the Big Hillsborough and a burned bridge, blackened pilings pointing like great
dirty fingers at the sky.
Christmas day. A cold, wet crossing, men waded chest deep, muskets above their heads,
vulnerable. The cannon floated over on a log raft, slipping, falling. More delay while men pulled
and pushed, coaxing and cursing the weapon out of the river, up the north bank. Private John
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Thomas, injured in his back from the strain, was
unable to continue. He was left with his musket
and six dollars to make his way back to the fort
alone.3 Delayed by the river the command made
only ten miles this day, stopping for the night on
high, wooded ground, out of the river swamps,
perhaps a little safer.
An early start on the 26th and good marching,
the troops crossed the remaining twelve miles
between the Hillsborough and the Big
Withlacoochee. They encountered a bridge
burned like the last, and made a hurried crossing
and walked two more miles to high ground again.
They set up fires for cooking and drying wet
clothes and constructed the usual pine log
barricade. Captain Upton S. Fraser wrote a
somber note to his friend Major Mountfort
(assumed to be close on their trail with
reinforcements) and tucked it between the logs.4
Captain Upton S. Fraser.

On the fifth day, December 27, they zigzagged
Photograph courtesy of Frank Latimer.
along from knoll to knoll skirting the marshy
areas. Their path seemed more like a tunnel than a
road with saw grass shoulder high. A good place
for an ambush. Finally they reached the Little Withlacoochee, no more than fifteen feet wide at
this season, animals wading, foot soldiers crossing on a log. This was the last river and beyond it
high ground all the way to Fort King. Two miles beyond the river and the advance guard came
upon what Lt. Robert Rich Mudge called "the round clay sink."5 Another barricade, another
night.
December 28, 1835. The four rivers safely behind them, high open pine land loomed ahead.
Only forty miles to go. Dade ordered the men to carry the five foot muskets under their
greatcoats to keep the powder dry against the drizzle of rain that fell like cold sweat from a sky
the color of a dirty sheet. There were no flankers that day. Just move out, and fast.
Two columns of some fifty men each followed the advance guard. Behind them the supply
wagon, cannon and rear guard. The early morning rain dissipated, the sun broke through, shining
down on a quarter mile of black leather caps, dark blue greatcoats and sky blue trousers
scissoring endlessly against the tall wet grass.
Private Ransom Clark, detached from Company B, Second Artillery Regiment, trudged along
near the head of the right hand column. Twenty-three-years old, five feet nine inches tall, hazel
eyes, black hair, Clark had enlisted in Rochester, New York for a three year term on August 9th,
1833.6 Now he marched with Major Dade, three days from the nearest fort, deep in the heart of
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Seminole territory [twenty miles north of present-day Dade City], a day that Clark would
remember well.*
“It was eight o’clock. Suddenly I heard a rifle shot in the direction of the advanced guard, and
this was immediately followed by a musket shot from that quarter. I had not time to think of the
meaning of these shots, before a volley, as if from a thousand rifles, was poured in upon us from
the front, and all along our left flank . . . . We were surrounded by about 900 Indians and 100
Negroes who had run away from their masters’ plantations and joined themselves to the savages.
With demoniac yells and shouts, they commenced a brisk and galling fire upon us.
“At this time we were in a path, or trail, on the border of a pond, three miles from the spot
where we had bivouacked on the night previous. The pond was on our right, and the Indians
were scattered round, in a semi-circle, on our left, in the rear, and in advance – reaching at the
two latter points to the edge of the pond; but leaving an opening for our entrance on the path, and
a similar opening on the other extremity for the egress of our advanced guard, which was
permitted to pass through without being fired on, and of course unconscious of the ambuscade
through which they had marched. At the time of the attack this guard was about a quarter of a
mile in advance, the main body following in column, two deep. When the firing commenced, the
advance guard wheeled, and in returning to the main body, were [sic] entirely cut up.
“A moment before we were surprised, Major Dade said to us, ‘We have now got through all
danger; keep up good heart, and when we get to Fort King, I'll give you three days for
Christmas.’ At the first fire, one-third of the detachment, and Major Dade and Captain Fraser
were killed, and Lt. Mudge mortally wounded. I looked around me, and it seemed as if I was the
only one left standing in the right wing. Neither could I, until several vollies [sic] had been fired
at us, see an enemy – and when I did, I could only see their heads and arms peering out from the
long grass, far and near, and from behind the pine trees. The ground seemed to me an open pine
barren, no hammock near that I could see. All around us were heavy pine trees, very open,
particularly towards the left, and abounding with long, high grass. The first fire of the Indians
was the most destructive, seemingly killing or disabling one half our men.
“We promptly threw ourselves behind trees, and opened a sharp fire of musketry. I, for one,
never fired without seeing my man, that is, his head and shoulders – the Indians chiefly fired
lying or squatting in the grass. Lt. [Williams Elon] Basinger, who had charge of the cannon and
also the rear guard then came up and the piece was brought to bear upon the enemy. [He] fired
five or six rounds of cannister from the cannon. This appeared to frighten the Indians, and they
retreated over a little hill to our left, one half or three quarters of a mile off, after having fired not
more than 12 or 15 rounds.
“Some of us went forward to gather the cartridge boxes from the dead, and to assist the
wounded. I had seen Major Dade fall to the ground by the first volley, and his horse dashed into
the midst of the enemy. Whilst gathering the cartridges, I saw Lt. Mudge sitting with his back
* The following account has been pieced together from a variety of sources as indicated in footnote eight at the end of the text.
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reclining against a tree – his head fallen, and evidently dying. I spoke to him, but he did not
answer. I assisted [him] from the ground and placed him in a sitting position against a tree . . . .
“We immediately then began to fell trees, and erect a little triangular breastwork. We had
barely raised [it] knee high, when we again saw the Indians advancing in great numbers over the
hill to our left. [They] came on like devils, yelling and whooping in such a manner that the
reports of the rifles were scarcely perceptible. They came on boldly till within a long musket
shot, when they spread themselves from tree to tree to surround us.
“A part of our troops fought within the breastwork, and a part outside. [The latter] immediately
extended as [L]ight [I]nfantry, covering themselves by the trees, and opening a brisk fire from
the cannon and musketry. I had stationed myself in a clump of pine bushes and had several times
fired off my piece, doing deadly execution each time . . . I know well that I killed three men. I
fired also forty or fifty rounds, and never, as I have said, without covering my man, and I am a
pretty fair shot.
“About eleven o’clock a ball from the enemy struck my right leg above the knee and broke it,
and I fell to the ground. I then commenced crawling towards the little breastwork and while on
my way I saw an Indian a few rods off attentively observing me. I drew up my rifle as well as I
could to shoot him, but he being too quick for me in my then situation discharged his piece first
at me, and his ball passed through and broke my right arm between the elbow and shoulder. I
then continued crawling on my left hand and knee to the breastwork, and in attempting to get
over it, I received two other shots in rapid succession, one in my right shoulder that passed into
my breast, and another of a charge of buck-shot that entered and lodged against my breastbone. I
then scrambled over the breastwork . . . .
“Captain [George Washington] Gardner, Lt. Basinger, and Dr. [John Slade] Gatlin, were the
only officers left unhurt by the volley which killed Major Dade. Lt. [Richard] Henderson had his
left arm broken, but he continued to load his musket and to fire it, resting on the stump, until he
was finally shot down towards the close of the second attack, and during the day he kept up his
spirits and cheered the men. Lt. [John Low] Keais had both his arms broken in the first attack;
they were bound up and hung in a handkerchief, and he sat for the remainder of the day, until he
was killed, reclining against the breastwork – his head often reposing upon it – regardless of
everything that was passing around him . . . . [T]he main body of our troops kept up a general
fire with musketry . . . as cool as if they were in the woods shooting game. Dr. Gatlin . . . was
kneeling behind the breastwork, with two double barrel guns by him, and he said, ‘Well, I have
got four barrels for them!’ The enemy by degrees surrounded us, and [those] who had been
behind the trees, being uncovered, fled to the breastwork.
“The Indians chiefly leveled at the men who worked the cannon. Lt. Basinger first tended the
piece; when he was disabled Captain Gardner supplied his place. After being severely wounded,
[he] cried out, ‘I can give you no more orders, my lads, do your best!’ We gave them forty-nine
discharges from the cannon; and, while loading our fiftieth, the last shot we had, our match went
out. The last round, the cannister of which had been lost, was in the piece when she was taken.
The cannon was necessarily fired at random, as only two or three Indians appeared together. It is
not in my power to say that [it] did the enemy much mischief.
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“Our men were by degrees all cut down. The battle lasted until about four in the afternoon, and
I was about the last one who handled a gun, while lying on my side. At the close I received a
shot in my right shoulder, which passed into my lungs; the blood gushed out of my mouth in a
stream, and dropping my musket, I rolled over on my face. Lt. Basinger was the only officer left
alive, and he severely wounded. He told me as the Indians approached to feign myself dead. I
looked through the logs and saw the savages approaching in great numbers. A heavily made
Indian, of middle stature, painted down to the waist [assumed to be Micanopy] seemed to be the
chief. He made them a speech, frequently pointing to the breastwork. At length they charged into
the work; there was none to offer resistance, and they did not seem to suspect the wounded of
being alive – offered no indignity, but stepped about carefully, quietly stripping off our
accoutrements and carrying away our arms. Then they retired in a body in the direction from
whence they came.
“I lay in this situation until about nine o'clock at night when, on emerging from the breastwork
I put my hand upon the body of a soldier who I found was still alive. I roused him up, though he
was badly wounded and together we commenced crawling toward Fort Brooke, then a distance
of 65 miles. We knew it was nearest to go to Fort King, but . . . we had seen the enemies retreat
in that direction. This soldier’s name was [Edwin] De Courcy. [We] got along quite well until the
next day, when we met an Indian on horseback with a rifle, coming up the road. Our only chance
was to separate. We did so. I took the right and he the left of the road. The Indian pursued him. I
had escaped into a clump of thick bushes and thus eluded him. Shortly afterwards I heard a rifle
shot, and a little after, another. After awhile [I] saw the Indian pass, looking for me. Suddenly,
however, he put spurs to his horse, and went off at a gallop toward the road. When [he] had
passed on, I followed up the trail of De Courcy and found his mutilated body.
“I then resumed my way towards the fort alone. I traveled five days and nights without food,
my many wounds festering and becoming inflamed to a degree that rendered my agony
excruciating. On the fifth day,7 I arrived within three-quarters of a mile of the fort, when from
loss of blood, hunger and exhaustion I sank upon the ground to die. I was discovered in this
situation a short time afterwards by a friendly squaw, who assisted me to the fort.”8
When I first visited the battlefield (Dade Battlefield Memorial Park just south of Bushnell,
Florida), and read that Clark was virtually the only white survivor of a command of one hundred
and eight officers and men I was fascinated. How had he managed it? I sought for histories of the
battle but there were none. I dug deeper, going to general histories of Florida, of the Seminole
Wars. What few of these there were gave little specific information on the battle; the color, the
sound, the feel of it. Yet these men had been flesh and blood, had marched and fought and died
here, and by dying, had brought about the Second Seminole War, the longest fought military
struggle in United States history. My interest grew in direct proportion to my frustration.
And what of Ransom Clark? Had no one cared to trace the history of this survivor? A man who
could crawl sixty miles with a broken arm and broken leg, cross four rivers and do it in three
days? Where had he come from? Where had he gone? No one knew.
I began writing letters. To the state library in Tallahassee. To the Library of Congress, the
National Archives, West Point (six of the eight officers had been graduates). Each response gave
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further leads, prompted more letters. Thus fed, my interest grew. What about their uniforms, the
road they had traveled, the weather? And what about the victors? What did the Seminole Indians
today know of this battle, the high military point of a heartbreaking history?
Information from a hundred sources here and abroad began to fill in sometimes surprising
detail of this day, this battle, and of Ransom Clark. Among other items I found a pamphlet
entitled The Surprising Adventures of Ransom Clark, 9 Among the Indians in Florida published
in 1839 and written by Clark himself. Incredible Adventures would have been more appropriate.
He wrote:
“While at [Fort Morgan, near Mobile, Alabama, in February 1835], Lt.
Chandler, Quartermaster of the regiment, went with a boat and a crew of 15
soldiers, myself among the number, up the bay to Mobile for the purpose of
drawing the army pay and to procure provisions, et cetera, for the soldiers. When
returning, about 6 miles from Mobile, at about nine o’clock in the morning, a
flaw of wind struck the sail of our boat and upset her. Lt. Chandler and the whole
crew, except myself, after struggling some time in the water and holding onto the
capsized boat, all finally let go their hold and were drowned. I continued to cling
to the boat during the whole of that night and until nine o’clock the next morning,
when the steamboat Watchman . . . picked me up.”10
From Fort Morgan he was transferred to Fort Brooke and assigned the job of mail carrier
between that post and Fort King; replacement for the unfortunate Private Dalton. Clark claimed
to have been taken prisoner by a party of Seminole warriors but made his escape within two
weeks. Taken prisoner a second time he was held in captivity for eight months. Taking
advantage of a time when he was left with a guard of seven Indians, he led them to a buried
cache of rum and molasses, encouraged them to drink freely and then, “. . . I got hold of their
most ponderous battle axe and dispatched them one by one . . . .”11
Had these “adventures” really happened? What manner of man was this? Could the life force
burn so strongly in a man that he was simply invincible? Or was he like the German soldier
Munchausen, merely a teller of tall tales?
I went to Francis B. Heitman’s Historical Register and Dictionary of The United States Army
1789-1903, a biographical compilation of all men who had served as officers.12 Thirteen men
named Chandler could not have been Clark’s Lt. Chandler judging by their rank or date of death.
Then came the fourteenth and last Chandler, Walter Scott. “Cadet MA [Military Academy] 1
July 1826; bvt 2 lt 2 art [brevet 2nd lieutenant, 2nd artillery] 1 July 1830; drowned 25 Jan 1835.”
The same rank, and regiment, the same fate that Clark had given.
As I had come to learn, one clue led to another. George W. Cullum’s Biographical Register of
Graduates and Former Cadets of the United States Military Academy lists, in several volumes,
vital statistics on every graduate.13 Cullum confirmed that Walter Chandler had drowned in
1835. He added one more critical fact; the place had been Mobile.
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Finally, a search of old newspapers of the time turned up the following item in The Columbus
[Georgia] Enquirer under the dateline of February 20, 1835:
A sudden wind upset a small boat about two miles from Mobile in route to the
Fort at Mobile Point, all aboard except one was either an officer or private at the
fort . . . . Surviving was private RANSOM CLARKE. Dead were W. L. Chandler,
Lt. . . .”
So he had been the only survivor of a disaster prior to Dade’s battle. The article indicated that
there were only five other men aboard, not fourteen, but that he was the only survivor seemed to
be confirmed.
What then of his capture and subsequent escape from the Seminole Indians? Military records
confirmed that Private Dalton had been “Murdered by Indians when riding express,” but the date
of death was August 11th, 1835 14 If Clark was his successor he could not, if captured, have been
kept prisoner for eight months since Dade’s battle occurred only four months after Dalton's
demise. Clark’s memory of the time involved, like the number of men in Chandler’s boat, may
have been in error without invalidating the episode, but no other record yet found made any
reference to his capture or escape.
At this point then I had one adventure confirmed and one in doubt. What of his version of the
“Dade Massacre?”
Every primary source known to exist made it clear that Clark was in fact a part of Dade’s
command. As to his participation in the battle, Captain Francis S. Belton, in command at Fort
Brooke, writing to the Adjutant General on the 1st day of January, 1836 (only four days after the
battle) stated, “. . . yesterday Ransom Clarke with four wounds very severe came in and stated
that an action took place on the 28th . . . .”15 Clark went on to give Belton and others
substantially the same account of the battle that he would later write in his Surprising
Adventures. In private diaries and letters several officers recounted the harrowing details of the
entire day as related to them by Clark. In these tellings and retellings during the days
immediately after the battle one might expect some embellishment as the enlisted man was
questioned over and over by anxious officers who had served with Dade, Gardner, Fraser and the
rest. Yet as he lay in the hospital, in bandages and pain, his story was remarkably consistent. But
was it true? According to Captain George A. McCall, “. . . with bleeding and unstanched wounds
he crawled . . . with one knee on the ground, from which he was unable to raise it, and . . . in this
condition at last reached Fort Brooke on the third day after the battle. His sufferings from hunger
and thirst, as well as from his wounds and from the laborious mode of traveling his wounds
compelled him to adopt, are almost incredible. But he related them to me in a quiet, simple way
that would have carried conviction of his truthfulness to the most skeptical listener.”16
The severity of his wounds at least was not in question. John Bemrose, a hospital orderly
wrote, “He was a fearful fellow, swearing most terribly and continually whilst under the
surgeon’s hands, and when any broken bones were removed from his lacerated shoulders asking
if they would not make good soup.”17
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On the 12th of February, 1836, General Edmund P. Gaines marched from Fort Brooke with
some thousand men for Fort King. On the morning of the 20th they approached the battleground.
It was fifty-four days since the battle. Lt. James Duncan wrote in his diary: “ . . . first indications
of our proximity were soldiers shoes and clothing, soon after a skeleton, then another, then
another! [S]oon we came upon the scene in all its horrors. Gracious God what a sight.”18
If Duncan or others had questioned whether Clark had indeed taken part in the battle, had seen
and done all that he had described to them, they found evidence on every hand; bodies scattered
up and down the road, the barricade, Henderson with his left arm broken, and Dade, lying with
the advance guard, a single bullet hole in his side, “shot probably through the heart.” Captain
McCall reported that Dade’s “body was stripped of coat and shirt, and although the flesh had
shrunk, the skin was sound and as hard as parchment.” McCall continued:
I carefully examined our poor dear fellows, both officers and men, as they lay
within the little fort, in posture either kneeling or extended on their breasts, the
head in very many instances lying upon the upper log of their breastwork; and I
invariably found the bulletmark in the forehead or the front of the neck. The
picture of those brave men lying thus in their ‘sky blue’ clothing, which had
scarcely faded, was such as can never be effaced from my memory.19
Ransom Clark had taken part in the battle, had fought through the day while over a hundred
men were cut down around him, had suffered severe wounds, made his way through sixty miles
to safety where “under the skillful treatment of the very eminent army surgeons at the fort and
through the extreme care and kindness of my fellow soldiers, I recovered from my wounds
within the space of six months . . . .”20 Six months? Less than two months had passed when he
stood (it is hardly possible to imagine that he would have been carried on a litter) with the other
men of Gaines’ army and looked once more upon the ruin of Dade’s command. His earlier
account of the battle was confirmed not only by the scene before them but a few days later by a
man who had served with the Seminoles. August, a Negro who had escaped from slavery and
served with the Indians, had given himself up to the officers at Fort King. McCall had known
him well and considered him “an honest, truthful fellow.” August had been present during the
battle “and he corroborated Clark’s account in every particular.”21
On May 2nd, 1836, Clark received his discharge from the army at Fort Brooke. He made his
way home to Greigsville, New York, a pensioner on total disability at eight dollars a month. Two
years later he married Eunice Luceba French. During the same year he began giving lectures on
his adventures in Florida, and charged an admission of 12½ cents. In August 1839 Eunice gave
birth to a girl named Caroline. A year later, Ransom Clark died.22
In fourteen years of research, I had found enough to convince me that Ransom Clark was a
remarkable man. Bemrose described him as a “light, thoughtless wretch . . . [who], although
mercifully allowed to creep home . . . with five wounds in his body, had not learned to be
thankful.”23 I had come to see him quite differently. Here was a man who epitomized the
American folkhero: self-reliant, imbued with the intelligent stubbornness that is commonly
referred to as courage, and utterly incapable of giving up.
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Poster used by Ransom Clark to announce his lectures.
Photograph courtesy of the National Archives.

And yet I wondered about his wounds. To have survived the battle and returned would have
been a feat in itself, but with a broken arm and broken leg?
In November, 1977, I was granted permission to open his grave. With my wife, my son and
two small daughters, my brother and John Papworth, a friend and attorney who had arranged the
court order, I went to Greigsville, New York. On the 6th of December we stood in a light snow
around the grave of Ransom Clark. The frozen clay yielded slowly; three feet, four feet. We
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probed lightly, searching for anything that offered
more resistance than the earth itself. Then we
reached him. Using a trowel, John exposed the
left shin bone. Carefully we expanded the hole,
widening it to expose the entire remains. Dr.
Amir Djavaheri, a pathologist, made an
examination of the remains in place. Among the
bits of cloth covered casket the skeleton of
Ransom Clark lay complete, more at ease than he
seemed ever to have been in his twenty-eight
years of life. Then gently, bone by bone, we took
him from the grave and carried him across the
street to a heated garage where the bones could be
cleaned and examined. As the doctor turned each
bone in his hands, his photographer taking picture
after picture, he muttered again and again, “very
solid, very well preserved.” If he had known
Ransom Clark as I did, he would not have been
surprised.

Mrs. Ruth Fitzsimmons, great-grandniece of
Ransom Clark, with Frank Laumer.

He picked up the right humerus, turned it this
Photograph courtesy of Frank Laumer.
way and that while I leaned close, tried to follow
his comments. “This is the head end, the shoulder.
You see this?” He pointed to a groove in the bone
that even my untrained eye could see was not natural. “A large concave indentation at the
posterior aspect which involves the greater tuberosity extending transversely. One third of the
humerus is fractured and shows deterioration.” He picked up another piece. “The adjacent
corresponding parts of the scapula, including the spine of the right scapula, have been
fragmented into several pieces.”24
Dr. Djavaheri knew nothing at this time of the history of Clark. I asked him what conclusion he
would draw from the evidence in his hands. The doctor replied: “These findings could possibly
be as the result of a severe trauma to the right shoulder.”
I picked up the humerus, lay my finger in the slot that ran across it. I think what he had said
meant that Clark had been hit in the shoulder with a bullet.
He picked up the ribs one by one, the photographer snapping away, making a permanent record
for me of every bone from three different positions. “You see here?” He held up several short,
curved bones, one at a time. “The 1st, 2nd, and 3rd right posterior ribs.” He pointed. “Here, and
here. These show an area of peculiar fracture. It is possible that the right lung also had been
injured.” Clark had said, “At the close I received a shot in my right shoulder, which passed into
my lungs . . . .”25
His right arm and shoulder then had been out of commission and quite probably one lung.
What about the leg? Dr. Djavaheri explained: “Here are the right and left ileac [pelvis] bones.
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Frank Laumer and Dr. Amir Djavaheri removing the skull of Ransom Clark from his grave.
Photograph courtesy of Frank Laumer.

You see the difference? The right bone shows a fracture at the superior ramus of pubis.” No
damage to the major bones of either leg. Just a fractured pelvis. In the noise and confusion of
battle, in the fear and pain it might be difficult to sort things out. When the bullet hit him his
right leg would have given way, he would have fallen. Broken leg? Fractured pelvis? If Clark’s
spirit were around us I would not have argued with him. He had still covered sixty miles with the
use of only one leg.
The examination was done. I took up the skull for a moment. It was well intact, the black hair
long since gone, the teeth well preserved and showing no evidence of decay. Through the hazel
eyes that once had rested in these staring sockets had come the light of other days, the dark faces
of outraged Seminole Indians who tried to kill him on a winter’s day in far Florida. These were
the jaws through which had passed the childhood words, the oath of an enlisting soldier, the
gasps of pain in battle, the vows of marriage. Carefully we gathered the remains for reinterment.
Captain Francis S. Belton in his official report of the burial of Dade’s command in 1836 had
addressed himself more to the dead than to the living:
Your agonized limbs were decently adjusted by affections unrevolted hands, and
with reverence, as if your spirits were around. And although the pomp of the
Soldiers laurelled here, was absent, yet sympathy mourned and sorrow wept.26
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We stood for a moment around the raw frozen chunks of clay mounded over the grave, the
grey stone set straight, falling snow covering the new scar in the earth. In silence we said goodby
and went away.
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